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Why do we come to worship? For years I’ve been pondering this question. We may come because we like the people here, we have friends here, we like the music; we may even like the minister (We all need encouragement.) We may feel that we ought to be here because our parents said, “You’re going. That’s what this family does on Sunday!” 
Why do we come? When I talk to our Watts Street 101 class, our membership orientation class, I put on newsprint a description of this church. There are concentric circles. At the very center is a bold circle, which I call “worship/God/Source.” Then comes the next circle: “caring community.” Then comes another circle “empowering community,” all the ways the church equips and calls us to be involved in God’s mission. 
But at the heart of the circles is WORSHIP. We know it’s important; we even insist that our children come to worship. I can remember as a kid spending many hours sitting in worship, counting the light fixtures, and the ceiling tiles while the minister droned on. I even remember the day a bird got in the sanctuary, and the preacher didn’t have a chance of keeping our attention. The bird above us got far more attention than the minister in the pulpit. 
We keep coming back here. Why? Aside from all our social needs, aside from the influence of family and friends, we come out of a need. It’s a deep need. It’s like thirst; there is a yearning in us that is unsatisfied until we get to this meeting, this service. The need is built into our very nature—a longing for God. The Psalmist says, “As a deer longs for flowing streams, so longs my soul for thee, O God.” 
We come to worship to connect with God. The central purpose of the church is worship---to nurture our longing for God, “to glorify God and enjoy God forever.” Worship then is not optional---if you want to be spiritually healthy. As St. Augustine said it, “Our hearts are restless until they rest in God.” 
One clear expression of this longing for God is found in Isaiah 6:1-8, a classic passage describing worship. 
“In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord…” This is like saying “In the year that John Kennedy died or Martin Luther King, Jr—or the year that my dad or mother died, “I saw the Lord, high and lifted up.” 
Worship begins for us, as with Isaiah, in the Temple, where we have an appointment with God. We put that appointment on our calendar, the same way we make appointments with anyone during the week. Here we sit and wait for God to meet us. Here we sing the hymn, just as the heavenly host sang with Isaiah: “Holy, holy, holy…” 
PRAISE: 
We begin worship with praise. “Make a joyful noise to the Lord. Serve the Lord with gladness.” There is no place for half-heartedness here. We praise whether we feel like it or not, whether our faith is weak or strong. The angels in Isaiah 6 show us what praise is to be: they are singing “ceaselessly”---“Holy, holy, holy—the whole earth is full of God’s glory.” It sounds like Christmas-time with the angels singing “Glory to God in the highest.” 
This leads me to conclude that God must like a lot of praise. God must need praise—encouragement! That’s why we need to sing here with full gusto, like those angels—so vigorously that the windows rattle and floor vibrates. The great phrase “the shaking of the foundations” refers not to a storm but to worship. 
When we come to worship, we come to sing and pray and listen and give our offering to God with all our heart, mind, soul, and strength. The goal in praise is to lose ourselves so completely that we stop being conscious of ourselves. As we get lost in our singing and praying, we are surrendering our own ego and focusing on God alone. 
Maybe the best way to understand this is to remember what it’s like when we praise each other---when we have a wonderful birthday party or anniversary. When we celebrate a child’s birth or when we celebrate someone’s life at the time of their death. Or when someone joins the church. At these moments we celebrate that person. Birthdays are a chance to forget ourselves and make much over the person; the purpose of a birthday is to say “I love you.” 
So it is with worship. We come here to focus on God, to give up our egos, to say “I love you, God, above all others.” We do this praise to say “I love you, and I thank you for the gift of life.” We praise God for the gift of our life; we praise God for the gift of the resurrection. Every Sunday is a “little Easter.” We praise God for the privilege of being alive, for being brought back to life again and again. 
I will never forget the person who called me at 3:30 in the morning, euphoric over the birth of his first child. He shouted in my sleepy ear, “We have a baby! Praise the Lord, brother. Let us worship God!” 
He got the point. Praise is our response to the wonder of life. We praise, as Frederick Buechner says, “making fools of ourselves [for God] the way lovers have always made fools of themselves for the one they love.” (from Wishful Thinking) 
I’ve always been bothered that we come to worship as spectators. We may sit here, passively as if we’re waiting to be entertained. Let the choir sing for –or let the preacher see if he can keep us awake. Worship is exactly the opposite of this spectator mentality. We come here to participate in a drama, a liturgy. The script for this drama is on the page, outlining the liturgy. That words means “work of the people.” 
Kierkegaard helps us here with his explanation of worship as drama. In any drama there are actors and prompters and an audience. But in the worship drama we are all actors. Some of us in these funny-looking robes are prompters. A British vicar at Coventry Cathedral told me, and a group of young people years ago, “Now we wear these bright colored robes because worship is a party, and these are party clothes.” Ministers and choir members are prompters at the celebration, the drama. You in the congregation are actors. God is the audience. 
The issue therefore is how we help each other to act our part in praising God. The question therefore is never, “What did I get out of that service?” but “How well did I do?” “How well did we do today in praising God?” 
CONFESSION AND PARDON: 
After we sing “Holy, holy, holy,” we bow before God, as did Isaiah, to say “Woe is me, for I am a person of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips.” Confession! We come here to confess—to “unchoke,” to lay before God our sins and hurts and confusion. The question that confession asks is: “How goes it with your life today?” 
We answer that question both personally and corporately. “My heart aches…I’ve got resentment between me and my neighbor…I feel guilty…My loved one is dying and I’m full of grief…I’m afraid of my own potential…We still haven’t solved racism and homophobia… We have not done justice to the poor…We have not learned to live without war…” We are weary from all these burdens; we have too much stress, too much grief. We’re filled with fatigue, and we need rest. 
We confess the fatigue too, since the only real antidote to fatigue is not sleep, but worship. “Rest in the Lord,” the Psalter says, “and the Lord will give you the desires of your heart.” (Psalm 37:7, 4b) Carlyle Marney once suggested that this is not the right translation. It should read, he said, “Rest in the Lord, and the Lord will…fix your wanter.” In confession we hand over all of this to the Holy One, who teaches us what to want, and not to want the wrong thing. 
Confession is the only way to stop deceiving ourselves, the only way to empty the clutter of our life. If we empty ourselves in confession, then we can be ready to hear the pardon: “Your guilt is taken away. Your sin is forgiven.” Or as the old song said, “I was guilty, but Jesus dropped the charges!” Every Sunday we hear that assurance of pardon. If we really receive it, then we can stop going around unforgiven. 
Confession makes it possible to hear, and that’s why our prayers of confession precede the Hearing of the Word. Confession is like the 5 year old I knew who, when I spoke to him, kept ignoring me. I asked, “Did you hear what I said?” He shook his head no. Then he said, “Let me take the plugs out of my ears.” He reached for some imaginary earplugs, and then he said, “Now---say that again.” In Isaiah 6, after Isaiah hears “Your sin is wiped away,” notice what happened next. “Then I heard the voice of the Lord.” 
HEARING THE WORD: 
In our weekly worship, at the Hearing of the Word, we listen for some direct word from God that may be sent through the one who stands here to interpret Scripture and apply it to our life-situation. 
What did God say to me today through the Scripture and the sermon? What did God say to me in the silence or in the text of the hymn? Isaiah heard loud and clear, “Whom shall I send? Who will go for me?” Isaiah listened for God’s revelation, and he responded, “Here am I. Send me.” 
Worship is completed in commitment. A part of our commitment is the offering of our money for God’s work. That offering usually follows the Hearing of the Word. If we have confessed, and listened for a word from God, then we are ready to respond by offering ourselves. 
OFFERING OUR GIFTS OF MONEY, TIME AND TALENT: 
A significant part of our life energy is symbolized by money. All money is a gift from God, and we are requested to give back a tithe, 10 percent, for God’s work. If God has been generous to us, and we’re made in God’s image, that means we are made to be generous in supporting God’s work. 
Worship culminates in the offering; the high point of worship is offering. In giving our money and giving ourselves, we join God in being Life—givers, followers of Jesus. We leave here to continue Jesus’ ministry. We leave here, knowing who we are and who to thank. 
The word “liturgy” means “the work of the people.” We come here to do our worship, to re-tell the story of who we are, to re-enact the rhythm of worship presented in Isaiah 6. We move through praise, to confession to pardon to Hearing the Word (and Enacting the Word in the Lord’s Supper) and finally responding with our gifts of money and time and talent. We leave here to carry God’s light in specific ministries to which we are called. In this sense, we are all actors in worship, playing our part in the service of God in worship and the service of God in the world. 
Once upon a time there was a people who journeyed to a well for water. That water was the Source of their life. After awhile, these people realized that this was a holy place. They began placing stones at the well. As time passed, these stones grew higher and higher, and the people began to build a church, a cathedral. This great building was meant to celebrate the Source of Life, the well. Many years passed, and the people came to church, staying busy with each other, doing projects, keeping the organization going. But they forgot about the well in the deep down part of the church. 
It is our need, our longing, to find the well again---to drink from that living water that restores us to life. “Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters.” (Isa. 55:1) Taste and see that the Lord is good.” (Ps. 34:8) 
Worship is our calling, our vocation. Worship is spiritual practice that is essential and life giving. That’s why it is both our duty and our delight. 
Amen. So may it be. 
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